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TROPICAL VALLEYS “IN NORTHWEST CANADA, 


The presence of hot mineral springs in the mountains of northerm 
British Columbia, the Yukon and the Northwest Te: ritorics has given rise 
to numerous stories of fabulous "tropical valleys", some of which were 
reputed to contain prehistoric monsters and large numbers of game animals, 
and to suport tropical or semi-trovical growth. Investigations made by 
Dominion Government geologists and surveyors, Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
officers, and other reputable explorers however, have disproved these 
fanciful tales, although cstablishing the existence of numerous hot springs, 
surrounded in some cases by small areas of lush vegetation. Best known 
Be hoac are situated on the Liard River near its "Grand Canyon" and on the 
Toad River near its junction with Racing River, in British Columbia, and on 
the South Nahanni River about 40 miles above its junction with the Liard 
in the Northwest Territorics. 

Short descriptions of these areas follow: 

Liard River Hot Springs 

The Liard River hot syringes and “tronical valley" arc situated 
about 500 yards north of the Liard River and Alaska Highway, not far 
above the lowcr Liard River crossing at Mile 495. The site was visited 
in 1925 by Lt.-Col. Scott Williams, who flew a mineral oxnloration party 
into northwestern British Columbia and the Yukon. Lt.-Col. Williams 
reported thc area to be a "temporate” rathcr than a “tropical” valley, 
containing a number of pools fed by hot snrings. Near the springs he found 
two cabins built by a trapper, Tom Smith, who was drowned in 1924 in the 
Liard River while on his way to Fort Simpson, and the remains of Smith's 
garden, which contained potatoes and pansics. The springs wore also 
Visited in 1935 by Dr. Charles Camscell, former Deputy Min: stcr of the 
Federal Department of Mines and Resources, in tne course of am inspection 


flight through northern British Columbia and te Northwest Territories. 
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Construction of tic Alaska Highway in 1942 alone the Liard River 
brought these springs into prominence, and the hot pools were used for a‘ 
tine by United States Army porsonmne]l and othors for bathing. The trail from 
the Liard to the springs was improved, and a bathhouse orectced over one of th 
pools. 

Following is a description of the Liard River snrings by an officer 
of the Naticnal Paris Burcau who visited the site in 1943: 

"We observed three separate sorings. The upper spring farthest 
from the road sits in a mound of calcareous tufa (lime deposit) which has 
come out of solution from the spring water. It is a round pool about 65 
feet across and at least 15 fect dcep. It is remarkably free from aleae ané 
most pleasantly situated. The maximum temperature taken wos 102 F. The 
rim of tufa was quite hard and there was no outlet. Drainage is obviously 
by seepage through the porous rock (which incidentall:; preserves perfectly 
the shane of leaves and other obiccts around which it has crystallized). 

The west side slopes dow. 100 fcct (the thiclmess of tho tufa) to a marshy 
arca.., probably fed by hot springs water. The rest of the sccpage runs 
gently down toward the road. About 200 yards ncearor the road is the lower 
spring. It is a single stream at 125 F, bubbling out of the tufa. It 
mingles i: mediately with a warm spring conine dowm a hill to the cast and 
at the point of mingling the Unitcd Statcs Army had cxcavatcd a hole and 
built a bathhouse. The minglins streams flow into the bathhouse through 
a sercen, which eliminatcs algac, and on throush a marshy area toward the 
Liard River. The bathhouse was constructed yery close to the site of a 
cabin built years aso by a tranner named Smith, who was afterwards drowned 
descending the Liard. 

The cabin was burned becausc its use by truck drivers was bcecoring 
a nuisance, There were plants of rhubarb and potato still srowing - the 
latter a most interesting occurrence, The warm spring, comings, down the hill 
to the cast ranks high among interesting natural formations. Tho tufa has 
come out of solution in steons along the hillsidc and cach stasc holds a pool 
of clear water. The entire hillside supports a profusion of calcophilo 
plants growing on the ground and in shallow water. The hillside is onen 


and the result is a remarkable natural hanging gardcn. It should be said 
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that the whole arca is rich in flowers and unusual growth. Botweon the 

A pont and lower springs is a watch of ostrich ferns of gigantic size which, 
together with the goneral luxuriance of growth, has given rise to storics of 
a tronical vallcoy in the North. 

It is very obvious that these snrines will attract practically 
every tourist on the Alaska Highway. It is ccuaily obvious that thcir 
value as natural formations could casily be destroyed by imnroner develonment. 
I would susscest thot the natural hangins gardon is much more inter:stin> than 
anything thet could be ercated artificially. Likewisc, the uyncr spring is a 
unique outdoor swirvsing peol. Tamperine with the brittle and porous tufa 
erust in which it stands might prove disastrous. Thc lover pool lends itsclf 
to the devclopment of a bethhouse, which would have to be built with great care. 
It would be desirable to have the carth rcomoved in any oxcavation carcfully sifted 
for Indian rclics, because the snrin=s must have bccn uscd by Indians from 
Carlicst times to the present." 

On February 4, 1944, the region traversed by the Alaska Highway which 
surrounds the Hot Syrings and so-called "Tronical Valley" of the Liard River 
was roscerved and sct snart by the Govornnent of the Province of British 
Columbia, "for the recrcation and enjoyment of the nublic." Tho arca resorved 
includes: 

"AJ1 that portion of tho Cassiar and Pcace River Land Districts, 
Province of British Columbia, which consists of tne lands in that part of the 
drainage basin of the Liard River, and its tributarics, which cxtcnds from 
Hell Gate on the cast to the casterly boundary of the watcrsheds of Coal and 


Rabbit Rivers on the west.” 


Toad River Springs 
The Toad ‘River Snrings arc situated north of the Alaska Highway 
on the Toad River, about helf a mile above its junction with Racing River 
and about cight miles from the road. These snrings were visited in 1925 
by a party including Dr. J.N. Henry, of Philadclphia, and K.F. McCusker, of 
Ottawa, Dominion Government survey officcr, who trave’.lcod overland by pack 
train fron Fort St. John, Mr. McCusker renorted that the springs, about 


15 in all, vary in size from tiny pools to one large enough to hold several 
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persons at ono time. The waters of these pools are very hot, in one of thom 
being close to the boiling point. fn abundance of grass, gooscborrics, rasp-~ 
berries and saskatoons was found in the vicinity and their prosencc was 
attributed to the absence of suwmcr frosts. Another report statcs that the 
springs arc circular in contour with the interior shancd like an invertcd cone 
which tapers to an apex of about six inches in diametor, forming an anerture 
through which issvecs the hot water. 

fn engincer employed on thc Alaska Highway in 1943 statcd that those 
springs wore reached most readily by following the right bank of the Racing 
River downstream from the Highway to its junction with the Toad, fording tho 
Racing and Toad River at their jenction and ascending the left bank of the 
Toad to the site, weich lics on a shelf in tho vallcy about 20 yards north 


of the rivor. 


South Nahanni River Hot Springs. 

The principal hot springs in tho vicinity of the South Nahanni River 
in the Northwest Torritorics arc situatcd on the south shore about 42 milcs above 
its confluence with the Liard Rivcr. The region has bcen visited by at lcast 
two woll Imown travellers, namcly, Fenlcoy Huntcr, F.R.G.S., in 1928, and H,F. 
Lambert, D.L.S., F.R.G.S., in 1937. Mr. Hunter rcnorted thet he saw three 
springs or bubbling wells. These wells varicd in diamctcr from 10 to 15 
focet, and were about four fcct in dcpth. They were situatcd about a cuartcor of 
a mile back from the rivor, into which they drained by a erccek about 20 fcet 
wide. The water he described as milky in a:mearancc, with a temperature of 
about 96 F, The shores of the creck were coated with a matcoricl similar 
inappearance to tar but not sticky. The sulphur fumes from the snrin.s 
were observed by Mr. Huntcr at a distance of about a mile downstream from 
the creck draining the springs. The vegetation around tic springs was reported 
as luxuriant. 

Mr. Lambert apparontly went furthcr aficld than Mr. Hunter, and 
found a scrics of springs and pot holes all linkcd up and covcring an areca of 
noarly ae square mile of mixed timbcor and mo:dow land. He found th 


tomperaturc of the water to bo 95 F. 
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Other smaller mincral svorin<s wore notcd by Mr. Hunter at Shccp 
Creek, which is about 57 milcs up the South Nahanni River from its conflucnec 
with the Liard. Mr. Huntcor travollcd about 10 milcs up Shccp Crock, and 
hore noted three small creeks flowing in, the waters of two of which tastcd 
like lomon or stals tea. he third, sitvated botwoen the ovhor two, containcd 
water free of tastc. 

On a patrol throurh the South Nahanni country in the wintcr of 
1932-33, Cpl. D.C. Martin, R.C.M.P,, noted a hot spring on Meillour Creok, 
which enters the South Nahanni about 67 miles above its conflucnce with the 
Liard. 


The Sovth Nahanni River region is practically uninhabited, with 
tHe .exccntion of a few itincrant Indians and am occasional white trannor or 
prospector. 


It is most readily reached from Fort Simpson, situated at the conflucnec 


of the Liard and Mackenzic Rivcrs. 
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